We are in a unique moment of intellectual upheaval. The reference points and narratives that largely shaped scholarly understandings of human interaction through most of the twentieth century have buckled in recent decades-questioned, subverted, and reformulated by academics and laypeople alike, all eager to adjust staid explanations of the political present and historical past. This tumult has transformed the historical discipline in palpable and ethereal ways. Regardless of subfield, historians are being asked today to rethink categories of nationalism, culture, and territoriality, and reconsider how such frameworks helped institutionalize assumptions that made the messiness and interconnectivity of the past less discernable to those tasked with its preservation. The nation, once treated as an omnipotent organizing principle of historical inquiry, has emerged from this milieu on the defensive, pursued by cosmopolitans who, while respectful of its power, are eagerly shining light on the crevices, connections, and contradictions of the global past.i This historiographical essay looks at the effects of these upheavals from a particular vantage point. It explicates the epistemological evolution and the imaginative geography of a transnational narrative both bigger and less discrete than the nation: the story of the color-line. Open nearly any textbook today and W.E.B. Du Bois's famous dictum that "the problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color-line" invariably frames and animates discussions of racial discrimination and nonwhite activism. What was this color-line and how have historians studied it? It has been treated, more often than not, as a metaphor for those left behind and excluded in the nation's unyielding march toward modernity-the line of conflict where nonwhites fought back against the linearity of the European mind and the discriminatory blind spots of national development. Like any other narrative, this story has developed its own selfreferential terminologies and updated itself with time, and provided historians with essential guideposts to understand world affairs.
My effort here is fairly focused. Rather than examine the infinitely large body of work on transnational discrimination and resistance, this essay looks tightly at a singular topic: scholarship on South Africa's place in the world. The conceptual lodestar of work on global racism, South Africa-and the apartheid question more specifically-has guided a particular research agenda for nearly half a century, pushing historians in different fields toward a similar set of inquiries, assumptions, and intellectual imperatives. The result has not only been a uniquely specific map of South Africa's "proper" place abroad, but also a surprisingly unified vision of what racism is, where it came from, and how it transformed world history in the twentieth century. This map remains influential in our modern era, attaching meaning to international resolutions and weight to public discourse, even as the reference points that gave it life erode slowly in the face of the "New" South Africa and the "post-Cold War" world. Decoding the scholarship on South Africa in the world-uncovering its fault lines and support beams and how it evolved-offers an excellent pathway for better understanding the origins, complexities, and contradictions of the color-line narrative.
GLOBALIZATION OF COLOR
Recreations of the color-line's intellectual genealogy begin most often in the late nineteen and early twentieth centuries. As historian Robin Kelley explains, the concept (2) black South Africans were numerically preponderant in South Africa, therefore (3) African majority rule was morally just, culturally appropriate, and politically inevitable.
W.E.B. Du Bois had the undeniable honor of introducing Kwame Nkrumah to the U.N.
General Assembly as the "undisputed voice of Africa" in 1960, but it was Herskovits who explained these events to students, colleagues, and policymakers in the world's most influential empire. Together the two men formed the dual engines of an epistemological revolution that reshaped scholarly understandings of race and racism in American higher education in the mid-twentieth century.
Du Bois and Herskovits both died in 1963 and viewed from a distance, especially by a readership that subsequently made the social and cultural "turns" in the 1980s, many of their ideas seem dated. However, as historical figures, the two men left very large footprints. Their ability to fuse a healthy respect for pan-African unity with criticism of pan-European racism-framing apartheid, in the process, as the antithesis of the cultural relativism that undergirded ascendant understandings of race-had long-lasting implications. At the conceptual level, the color-line emerged as a common identity shared by people with ancestral links to Africa and a mutual political project aimed at dismantling the obstacles to black unity, social development, and cultural well-being. It was the boundary, in other words, where those who embraced race unity confronted those who compelled race superiority. A constellation of theorists and writers in various fields are now interrogating this unique roadmap, highlighting the various ways it has reinforced essentialist binaries like power/resistance and blackness/whiteness, but the point here is that a huge number of scholars, politicians, and laypeople accepted its basic tenets in the midtwentieth century.x As African studies departments proliferated in the United States, combining in many cases to form African and African American studies departments, a diverse array of individuals began engaging the color-line narrative. New scholars eagerly updated, debunked, and revised the content of earlier work, moving in the process away from Boasian cultural relativism toward trendier models of symbolic anthropology, but this overarching vision of race and racism-in particular the notion that pan-African identity and resistance to white discrimination were mutually constitutive-continued to elicit Although few scholars deny the ongoing relevance of Du Bois's now century old dictum, the terms and definitions that once gave the color-line's self-evident meaning in and outside academia are being reconsidered, reassessed, and redefined-part of a larger attempt by intellectuals everywhere to move beyond the linearity of older narratives and wrestle with the full complexity of our global age. This essay has worked to explicate both how and why the scaffolding of the color-line narrative changed in the late twentieth century. Where will historiography on this topic go in the future? One the one hand, certain divisions will undoubtedly continue to animate the literature. Differences between students of transnational whiteness and black cosmopolitanism, for instance, will likely continue to reflect much deeper questions of theoretical choice, subject matter, and interpretive temperament, and the fight over comparative history's utility will certainly persist in the future. On the other hand, however, it seems entirely likely that chroniclers of the global color-line will merge some of their efforts with historians of empire in the coming years. The conclusions of Mamdani, Belich, and others have validity, and in recent years Frederick Cooper, Ann Stoler, and countless others have begun relocating and subsuming examinations of race and racism within the empire's complex, contradictory journey in the twentieth century.xxxix South Africa is a critical part of this story. Isolated rhetorically yet integrated economically in the Western world, it-and the apartheid debate it inspired-rallied opinions throughout the second half of the 1900s, attaching particular meanings to words like race, nation, and justice, while pushing alternative narratives into the shadows and crevices of the global community. In this moment of intellectual upheaval, the story of South Africa will undoubtedly remain a lodestar-and an anchor for understanding the intersection of imagined communities, grand strategies, and material surroundings in the twentieth century.
